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Under Uruguay's military regimes, 30 Uruguayans disappeared without a trace and about 100 died
in prison. Thousands suffered long detentions and torture. Next, an estimated 61 Tupamaro rebels
and 50 police officers and soldiers died in actual combat, and about 120 Uruguayans disappeared
in Argentina, probably as a result of collaboration between security forces. One of President Julio
Maria Sanguinetti's first acts after assuming power in early 1985 was to grant amnesty to imprisoned
Tupamaros and other political prisoners. His government decided to leave the question of whether
individual military officers would be charged and tried to the justice system. Soon after charges
began to be filed in the courts based on evidence from human rights groups and relatives of
victims, military leaders made clear that officers would ignore court summonses. In a bid to avoid
confrontation with the military, Sanguinetti's party, the Colorados, and a majority of legislators
from the other major political party, the Blancos, joined forces to pass an amnesty for the security
forces on Dec. 22, 1986. The law covers officers accused of human rights violations under the military
regimes during the 1973-85 period. Immediately after the national congress approved the amnesty,
pro-referendum forces started their petition drive to have Uruguayan voters decide whether or not
to retain the amnesty law. The drive has been led by the Tupamaros, now a legal political party,
and the Broad Front, the main leftist party coalition. Under the Uruguayan constitution, a minimum
of 25% of Uruguay's 2.2 million eligible voters must sign a petition before a referendum can be
organized. In 1988, Uruguay's Electoral Court spent 11 months validating voters' signatures. By Dec.
22, members of the court said they had confirmed that the pro-referendum forces had obtained
more than the required 555,701 signatures. The referendum has been scheduled for April 1989.
Vice President Enrique Tarigo said repeal of the amnesty "would mean a return, two long years
after approval of the law, to the same worries and tensions that we lived with in December 1986."
Sanguinetti, a frequent critic of the petition drive, did not comment immediately on news of the
court's decision. On Dec. 26, the president met with Colorado party leaders to prepare a campaign
in defense of the amnesty law. Sanguinetti emphasized that he wanted to "coordinate strategy"
within the ruling party for the campaign. According to a presidential spokesperson, "The president
said that the campaign in defense of the law must be studied in such a way that the referendum
will be the last step in the pacification of the country, which began when the government came to
power in 1985." Even if the voters reject the amnesty in the referendum, it is not certain that military
officers charged with abuses would face trial. On Jan. 13, the Chamber of Deputies approved a
bill containing modifications in electoral procedures and outlining regulations for the upcoming
referendum. The legislation was approved by the Senate on Jan. 5. (Basic data from AP, 12/18/88;
New York Times, 01/23/88; AFP, 12/26/88; Notimex, 12/27/88; Xinhua, 01/13/89)
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